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The Supreme Soviet:
Will It Be Supreme?

The Supreme Soviet, the USSR's newly invigorated legislature, has the
potential to radically transform the Soviet political system. Onc year aftcr
its creation, it has rapidly translated its popular mandate into far more
independence than President Gorbachey or the more radical reformers
cxpected. The Supreme Soviet is now a significant political force that
Gorbachev must take into account;

It has quickly become responsive to the yearning of many Soviet citizens
for democracy and helped accelerate the decline in the authority of the
Communist Party. .

In its first session, it rejected 10 of more than 60 nominces for top state
posts and subjected others, including Defense Minister Yazov, to unprec-
cdentedly harsh criticism. This has helped ensure greater government
accountability. . .

On cconomic reform, it has generally supported the broad thrust of
Gorbachev's economic program, though it has sometimes resisted propas-
als that would reduce the economic and social safety net. Its reluctance to
adopt Premicr Ryzhkov's revised cconomic reform program in the spring
of 1990, however, forced the government to take more specific steps
toward a free market cconomy.

Even though they are outnumbered by the procstablishment majority in
the full Supreme Soviet, democratic reformers on the legislature's
standing committees and commissions often substantially revise leader-
ship-backed bills

Despite the Supreme Soviet's achievements, serious obstacles must be
overcome before it can become a fully professional legislature. Its structur-
al weaknesses include:

« Inadequate staff and resources.

« Subordination to the directly elected Congress of People's Deputics.

« Insufficient authority to adequately monitor the implementation of laws.
The Supreme Sovict's ability to perform this task is further weakened by
its dependence for much of its budget on the ministrics it is supposed to
oversee.
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* A rotation rule requiring that up to onc-fifth of the Supreme Soviet
membership be replaced each year. When the rule goes into effcct before
the next Supreme Sovict session in the fall of 1990, the legislature will
losc vital cxpertise.

The Supreme Soviét's work is also hindcred by the lack of 2 political
culture in the USSR that values highly the rulc of law and by weaknesscs
in the new state institutions. These include:

* Deputics' inexpericnce in legislative work. This has led to poor drafting
of some bills and the reluctance of many-legislators 10 assert cven the
powers they already have.

« The absence of a viable multiparty system, which prevents the Supreme
Soviet from vigorously asscrting its independence.

* Resistance by the party and goverament bureaucracics to legislative
oversight.

Gorbachev's backing of a revitalized presidency'last March grew partly out
of his frusiration with the legislaturc's slow pace of work and inability to
deal so far with problems such as cconomic declinc, rising crime, and
cthnic unrest. Moreover, some promincnt democratic reformers who have
been most responsible for helping 1o develop the institution into what it is
today have resigned their posts out of frustration with the body's inadequa-
cics. They prefer to focus on republic and local issues, where they belicve
they have a better chance of affecting the outcome

Gorbachev so far has been generally successful in maintaining control over

the political process and keeping the legislature subordinate 1o the

president. His initial dealings with the Supreme Sovict suggest that, for

now, he will usc his sweeping new authority—including the decree and veto

powers and presidential rule—io limit that body’s independence. He has i
uscd new Supreme Soviet Chairman Anatoliy Luk'yanov, a close political

ally, to try to co-opt the Supremne Soviet's work. Luk'yanov has fought for
Gorbachev's program in the new legislature.

If popular pressure for further democratization continues to build, howev-
er, the Soviet vaters could cventually clect a Supreme Sovict that would not
hesitate to challenge the leadership. By 1994, when plans for a more
democratic clectoral system are scheduled 10 go into cflect, Gorbachev
could well lose his pliable majority. Somc radical reformers are pressing (o
spced up this date to obtain what they regard as a more democratically
clected group of legislators :
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A new Supreme Soviet that would begin to challenge Gorbachev more
dircctly could force him to choose between losing control of the legislature
or trying ta stop democratic processes and resorting to authoritarian
powers (o try to maintain his control. As it gains greater independence,
most critical to the Supreme Soviet's fate will be whether its members are
capable of the compromising and coalition building that would be needed
1o address the critical political, social, and economic crises facing the
USSR. Should genuine parliamentarianism take firm hold, a stronger
legislature would probably give greater long-term consistency to Sovict
domestic and foreign policy, continue Gorbachev's emphasis on arms
control, and scek to divert defense spending to help deal with domestic
prioritics. :
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Figure 1
The New Soviet Decislonmaking Structure
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The Supreme Soviet:
Will It Be Supreme?

1 recall Mayakovskiy, defining poetry as bein, like
mining radium: a gram of metal needs a year's work.
So then I think that the birth of a law is just as
difficult @ matter. A gram of metal. Sometimes for
the sake of one single word, thousands of tans o
verbal ore are consumed to precisely express the law.

—Vice Presidenat A. 1. Luk yahov
29 November 198¢

Gorbacher’s Objectives

President Gorbachev's revitalization of the previously
rubberstamp Supreme Soviet, the USSR's standing
legislature, is a key part of his perestroyka campaign.
Since he first proposed a radically restructured legis-
lature at the 19th Party Conference in 1988, Gorba-
ohev has hailed the new body as a major step forward
in the democratization of the Soviet Union. He in-
tended the new, 542-member Supreme Soviet to serve
four goals:

* To act as a political counterweight to the Commu-
nist Party (CPSU) burcaucracy, which he viewed as
an obstacle to the implementation of reform.

* To strengthen the reform drive and make the politi-
cal system more responsive by opening it up to
greater popular participation.

« To be an institutional check on the exercise of
arbitrary power by the state and party apparatus.

¢ To strengthen his positior W eiving him 2 political
basc outside the party.

The leadership structured the new Supreme Soviet to
cnable it to achieve these objectives. The legistature
has the power 10 pass laws and confirm members of
the Council of Ministers and other state officials and
to review their acts—responsibilities traditionally
dominated by the party and government bureaucra-
cies. The Supreme Soviet’s commissions and commit-
tees are designed to have a major influence on the
content of proposed laws, thereby undercutting the

The Supreme Soviet's Rubberstamp Legacy

The old Suprenie Soviet, a bicameral body compris-
ing 1,500 members, was created by Stalin in 1936 to
give the totalitarian USSR the appearance of having
a representative parliament. It iraditionally met for
only a few days each year and functioned as little
more than a rubberstamp for Communist Party deci-
sions. The pariy leadership tightly controlled the
selection of deputies—usually according to informal
quatas for groups that reflected their representation
in the society at large. On average, 85 percent of the
CPSU Central Committee, including most full and
candidate Politburo members, were Supreme Soviet
members.

policy role of the party apparatus and central govern-
ment ministries. The establishment of 2 Council of
Nationalities—a body that deals primarily with inter-
cthnic matters—as onc of two Supreme Soviet cham-
bers is a visible symbol of the high priority Gorbachey
gave to issues in the non-Russian republics. The
Supreme Soviet Chairman—who hes responsibilitics
similar to those of the US Speaker of the Hoter—
manages the work of the new legislature.

Despite the Supreme Soviet's structural resemblance to
Western-style parliaments (sce figure 2 on page 4), the
leadership placed limits on it to try to ensure its
pliability. The Supreme Soviet was subordinated to a
2,250-member Congress of People's Deputies, which
reviews Supreme Soviet acts, decides constitutional
questions, and scts general policy guidelines during its
one or two mectings each year. (Sce insets on pages 2
and 3.) The chances that the Supreme Soviet would have
a proestablishment majority were virtually guarantecd
by the selection process: the Supreme Soviet's 542
deputies were not dircctly elected, but chosen by the
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Congress from its ranks, wherc one-third of the 2.250
scats, rather than being popularly clected, were set
aside for deputies from social organizations such as
the Communist Party and Komsomol. These organi-
zations were unlikely to show much independence
from the leadership's positions.

Stimulating Political Activism

The first sign that the new Supreme Soviet would be
significantly different from the old, rubberstamp na-
tional parliament came during voting for the new
Congress in March 1989, the USSR’s first free
clection since 1918. In a dramatic vote of no confi-
dence in the entrenched party bureaucracy, voters in
the three Slavic republics rejected 31 of 102 obkom
first secretaries, while 55 others, fearful of losing,
gained clection in safe disiricts outside their home
cities. In the Baltic republics, independent political
groups challenging the party establishment were even
more successful. In many urban constituencics, voters
backed many independent-minded candidates, often
middle-class professionals, who were new o politics.

Al the first session of the Congress of People’s
Dcputies in the spring of 1989, many of these new-
comers quickly made their presence felt. Almost every
Soviet institution came under fire in sharp debate.
Despite the debate’s reformist, activist cast, however,
the Congress appeared 10 select a reiatively compliant
Supreme Sovict—radical deputy Yuriy Afanaysev
predicted it would be dominated by an “aggressively
obedicnt™ majority.

Soeret™

Powers of the Congress of People's Deputies

Accarding to the USSR Constitution, the Congress of
People’s Deputies is the “supreme argan* of state
power. It may examine and decide any question
within the furisdiction of the USSR -

Powers within the exclusive furisdiction of the Con-

gress include: .

* Adopting and amending the Constitution.

* Resolving issues related to the national-republic
structure of the union.

¢ Defining the national borders and ratifying border
changes between republics.

« Defining the basic guidelines of domestic and for-
eign policy.

* Ratifying long-term plans for social and economic
development.

e Electing the Supreme Soviet.

e Electing the Supreme Soviet Chairman.

* Ratlfying the Chairman of the Council of
Ministers. :

* Ratifying other national affices.

* Electing the Constitutional Oversight Committee.

= Repealing acts adopted by the Supreme Soviet.

* Holding nationwide referendums

Acts of the Congress of People's Deputies enter into
Sorce 10 days after their publicatlon




Powers of the Supreme Soviet

The new Supreme Soviet is the standing legislative.
administrative, and monitoring organ of state power.
{1s responsibilities include:

« Passing laws,

o [nitiating laws.

* Submitting questions to the president, Council o
Ministers, and leaders of other state argans.

Scheduling elections of people's depulies.
. Canvening the Congress of Peaple’s Deputies.

* Appainting the chairman of the Council of Minis-
ters on the submission of the president.

Ratifying the composition of the Council of Minis-
ters and changes in it on the submission of the
chairman of the Council of Ministers.

Forming and disbanding ministries and state com-
mittees cn the proposal of the Council of Ministers.

Overriding a presidential veto with two-thirds vole
in eack chamber.

* Ratifying presidential declarations of war in cases
of attack on the USSR.

« Impeaching the president, taking into account the
firidings of the Constitutional Oversight Committee.

« Hearing reports by organs or afficials it appolnts,

o Implementing laws regulating property, the man-
agement of the national economy, cultural and
social issues, budget and finance, salaries, prices,
taxes, environmental protection, natural resources,
and clvil rights.

Laying down the principles of local and republic
state power and the legal status of social
organizations,

Submitting for ratification by the Congress of
People’s Deputies long-term national plans, as well
as those important for economic and social develop-
ment; ratifying and amending national plans for
economic and social development and the national
budget: monitoring implementation of the state plan
and budget, ratlfying reports on their performance.

Ratifying international treaties.

Overseeing the granting of foreign aid and negotiat-
ing foreign loans.

Determining basic measures for national security,
including declaring war, mobilizing troops, and
meeting international treaty obligations.

Supreme Soviet acts enter into fores afrer signature
by the president and publication.

Look closely at the events taking place in the
country. The revolution controlled from above,
begun on the initiative of M. S. Gorbachev and
the party circles supporting him, generated an
uncontrolled revolution from below by approxi-
mately the middle of last year.

—Praofessor A. Mishin, Doctor of
Juridical Sciences and political
scientist

Komsomol'skaya pravda
24 Februacy 199

A New Kind of Politics

The Supreme Soviet has turned out to be less compli-
ant than many democratic reformers feared and
Gorbachev intended. Armed with greater, though still
indirect, popular accountability than its rubberstamp
predecessor, the new legislature quickly moved to
champion the interests of its constituents. In June
Chairman Luk'yanov said that in the first half of
1990 deputics rec=ivad 400,000 letters from their
constituents




Figure 2
USSR: Supreme Soviet
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Table ! Percent
Soclal and Professional Composition of the Congress
of People’s Deputies and the Supreme Soviet

Table 2 Peecent
Professional Composition of the

USSR Supreme Soviet, 1984 and 1989,

and (he Congress of People’s Deputies, 1989

The new legislature also capidly evolved into a
forum where distinct interest groups (sce tables 1
and 2) could seck redress for their grievances.
According to Luk'yanov, about 600,000 appeals
were received by deputies in the first half of 1990,
The committee working on a criminal rights bill
received more than 1,000 suggestions from lawycrs,
academics, and even criminals. On the property bill,
10,000 proposals and remarks were submitted to the
Supreme Soviet—most (avoring cxpanding its pri-
vate-property provisions. In the summer of 1989,
striking miners looked to the Supreme Soviet to
scttle their complaints—not to the established trade
unions or to party functionaries. Supreme Soviet
deputies and committee members personally met
2,000 constitutents during that period. So heavy has
been the press of business that some deputies have
been complaining that the proliferation of lobbyists
is diverting them from snending cnough time on
their legislative dutics

Members of the CPSU _ ——
Congress of People’s Deputics 87.6 Supreme Congress  Supreaie
L P
Council of the Union 88.5 ?;’;':‘ ‘62::‘:::: 1 f;;';‘
Council of Nationalitics 874 1989
g‘p?(‘}‘:::::g'::::;« Top political leadership K 0.7 0.2
" - Top and middlc-levet managerial  40.0 398 328
Congress of People's Deputics 4.4 personncl
Council of the Union 44 Low-level managerial personnel 6.6 25.3 353
Councl of Nationalities 5.1 Workers, collective farmers, and 45.9 2.1 183
Deputies elected from territorial oc nonprofessional official employces .
aationak-territocial oknegs (that Is, wot Intelligentsi 6.0 102 12.5
elected by public or professions] e geniia e
organzations) Military 37 4.0 e
Congtess of People’s Deputics ) 66.6 KGB ! 04 0.2
Council of the Union 65.6 Pensianers NA 1.6 0.9
Council of Natiotalities ) 811 Clergy 9 03 0
Womea Note: Percentages for the mifitary and KGB were caleutated and
Congress of People's Deputics 170 added (o official Sovict data; for this reason, the columns do not
o ng f“" < P - puti - total 100 percent. Although there is no specific total for pensioncrs
Council of the Union 16.2 in 1984, there werc some pensioners in the Supteme Soviet at that
Council of Nationalities 20.2 time.

The new blood brought into the politiczl system by
the 1989 election has fueled the rapid proliferation of
factions in the Supreme Soviet, largely reflecting the
political, gcographic, and occupational divisions in
Soviet society, Among these are groups of deputics
representing scientists and engincers, academicians,
rural areas, teachers, younger constituents, and re-
formist military officers—some formed with Gorba-
chev's direction. The most influential factions include:

« The Interregional Deputies Group, comprising
about 90 Supreme Soviet members—and 400 in the
entire Congress—which has actively lobbied for
more rapid political and economic reform than
usually favored by the leadership.

« The Rossiya or “Russia Club," a group of about 100
deputics promoting the interests of Russian workers
and opposing private cconomic activities and the
free market,




« The Baltic deputies group, a small minority that
uscd its cohesiveness and political skills to have a
significant impact on several bills before the group
withdrew this spring from formal participation in
the legislature's work. -

These groups have had an immediate ¢ffect on the
Supreme Soviet. They helped broaden the range of
policy alternatives before the body by advocating their
own draft bills on many issues. The draft law on the
press currently under consideration was the product of
cight other drafts submitted by various Supreme
Soviet factions. The land law, which passed in Febru-
ary 1990, underwent 42 revisions by Supreme Soviet
committee:

In the republics, the Supreme Soviet's rapid develop-
ment has encouraged popular pressure for more de-
mocratization than regional and local leaderships
initially favored. Pressure from activist grassroots
reformers, spurred by the independent example sct by
many in the legislature, forced several republics to
adopt liberal laws on language, elections, praperty,
and citizenship even before the USSR Supreme Sovi-
et addressed these issues. This activism has often been
encouraged by Supreme Soviet deputies who have
forged links with independent political groups in their
constituencies. Moreover, several legislators have used
their positions in the Supreme Sovict as springboards
ta the elections for republic and local soviets. The
local clections in the spring of 1990 gave control of
the Moscow and Leningrad soviets to radical reform-
crs, some of whom already held scats in the national
lcgislature

Major Accomplishments

The Supreme Sovict quickly translated its popular
mandate into far more independence than even the
more radical reformers cxpected. With the glare of
media coverage on them and unprecedented access to
information about the state of the country, many
lawmakers showed from the start that they would not
automatically back the Icadership. In its first session,
which ran from late June to carly August 1989, the
Supreme Sovict took steps toward making the ineffi-

cicnt government ministries more accountable when it
rejected 10 of more than 60 nominees for government
posts and grilled Defense Minister Yazov and KGB

Chairman Kryuchkov during their confirmation hear-

ings.

In its fall 1989 and spring 1990 sessions, the Supreme
Soviet set itself more firmly on a course that could
establish it cventually as a genuinely independent
legislature. In addressing 29 of the 34 items on its fall
1989 agenda, the legislature forced revisions in sever-
al lcadership-backed initiatives and recommended to
the Congress of Peoplc’s Deputies, over the argument
of Deputy Chairman Luk'yanov, the elimination of
guaraniced Congress seats for the CPSU and other
largely proestablishment social organizations. It also
gave a plurality of votes—but not the two-thirds
majority required for passage—to a proposal to put on
the Congress's December 1989 agenda debate on
repealing Article 6 of the USSR Constitution, which
guaranteed the CPSU the leading role in society. In

- addition, although it soon acquicsced, the Supreme

Soviet in February 1990 refused to give immediate
approval to Gorhachey’s plan for a strengthened
presidency.

1 am surely not alone in agonizing over why
many correct and good decisions of the legisia-
tive and executive organs of power centrally and
locally are so difficult to implement or remain
onpaper. . .. It all concerns the system of party-
state administrative mechanism built up over
50 years.

—Premier N. Rvzhkov
7 February 1998

The Committees’ key Role

Much of the independence shown by the Supreme
Soviet is due to the rapid emergence of many of its
22 standing committees und commissions as impor-
tant centers of political power. Although the expertise
and experience of the committees vary greatly, many
quickly learned to gather information, sift alterna-
tives, refine legislation, and ultimately shape—though
not determine—what gets to the floor. (See figure 3)
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In recent months the committees alfso have held
hearings on health care, unemployment, unlawful
privilcges, human rights, nationalitics policy, defensc
conversion, organized crime, KGB oversight. and
border sccurity; the deaft emigration bill approved in
principle by the full Supreme Sovict in November
1989 was made substantially less restrictive during
committce cleanup before its final passage in April
1990.¢

The high preportion of radical reformers on the ,
committees, where they can shape legislation even
though they are outnumbered in the (ull legislature, is
the major factor behind the committces® rapid devel-
opment. Although it controls only three chairman-
ships, the reformist Interregional Deputies Group
(IDG) is represented on the committees far out of
proportion to the numbers of its members in either the
full Supreme Sovict or Congress of Pcople’s Deputies.
Morcover, many IDG members are heavily represent-
cd on key committees—especially Economic Reform,
Legislation, and Glasnost—which play a critical role
in shaping important bills on political and economic
reform. The IDG's influence also is strengthened by
the high level of expertise many of its committee
members have in the relevant policy areas. By con-
trast, those committees with the smallest IDG contin-
gents—including Veterans, Consumer Goods, and
Health—are among the committees that have played
the least influential roles.

The leadership's sclection rules help ensure that depu-
ties representing minoritics or unpopular viewpoints-
are represented on key committees. Although the
rules, which resceve half of all committee seats for
Congress deputics not elected to the Supreme Soviet,
were intended to give legislative experience to the
largest possible number of deputics, they also guaran-
tee that many democratic reformers would play im-
portant roles in the legislature’s work. (Sce inset.)
Many reformist deputics also have legal or other
backgrounds that allow them to play key roles in
committcc work—prominent deputy Anatoliy Sob-
chak, for example, is the head of the Lav Faculty at
Leningrad State University, while Sergey Stankevich,
an influential member of the Legislation Committee,
wrote a doctoral dissertation on the US Congress.

A “Staligist-Brezhnevite” Majority?

The overwhelming Supreme Soviet mafority that
President Gorbachev commands on most issues usu-
ally includes approximaiely 80 percent of the 542
dcputies—including 200 to 300 middle-af-the-road
deputies who generally back Gorbachev's reform pro-
gram despite disagreements about specific issues. It
also includes about 100 traditionalists who, despite
misgivings about perestroyka, back Gorbachev out of
apposition to the radicals’ more extreme alternatives.
Among the Gorbachev supporters also are deputies—
aften from Central Asia—who back almost.every
leadership position, apparently out of a bellef that it
s their duty as legislators. -

Gorbachev's majority, usually strong on economic
reform questions, is shakier on political issues, when
many moderate deputies often break with him and
vote with the 90 or so Interregional Group members
who support expanding democratization more quick-
Iy than what he favors. Bills that appear to target the
party apparatus also are likely to garner substantial
support from the moderates. In recent moaths, how-
ever, the Interregional Group has been split by dis-
agreement over strategy and tactics, which is likely to
weaken their voting strength in future Suprenie Sovi-
et sessions. The refusal of many Baltic deputies to
actively participate in Supreme Saviet work has
JSurther diluted Interregional Graup strength

Government Oversight and Increasing Accountabllity
During the first Suprcme Sovict session, the harsh
grilling given Premier Ryzhkov's nominces for top
government posts set a precedent for holding govern-
ment officials to high standards of accountability. In
succeeding sessions, the Supreme Soviet has contin-
ued this work by aggressively taking the first steps
toward exercising its oversight responsibilities. A pri-
mary tool for accomplishing this has been the depu-
ties' power to issue inquiries to officials about govern-
ment activity, which must be answered within three
days. In the first three months under the new system,
862 deputies sent 1,500 inquiries to the USSR Coun-
cil of Ministers. In March 1990 the Supreme Soviet
¢xpanded this practice by beginning monthly ques-
tion-and-answer scssions with ministers
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Supreme Soviet oversight has worked best so far in
those areas where the government bodies have volun-
tarily cooperated. The KGB and Ministry of Forcign
Affairs (MFA), most notably, have cnthusiastically
worked with the committees responsible for oversce-
ing their operations. Gorbachey and Foreign Minister
Shevardnadze have already begun to address the
Supreme Soviet on major foreign policy issucs. In
April 1990 the International Affairs Committee con-
sidered the nominations of 10 ambassadorial appoint-
ments, including the new cnvoy to Washington, Alck-
sandr Bessmertnykh. This marked the first time che
parliament has reviewed such appointments. The
MFA also has established a lizison department to deal
with the Supreme Soviet ’

QObstacles Remain
Despite its achievements, the Supreme Soviet remains

handicapped because of structural shorlcomings inits
opcrations and developmental weaknesses in the Sovi-

<t political system. These problems may hinder the

Supreme Soviet's development into a professional
Iegislature.

Lack of Staff

Poor staffing for the new body imposes harsh de-
mands on many legistators—some deputics arc sery-
ing on as maay as six committees. To bolster the
cxpettise of the Supreme Soviet staff, the Academy of
Sciences and the Ministries of Defense and Foreign
Affairs reportedly have formally detailed personnel,
whose primary loyaltics may be to their own organiza-
tions rather than to the Supreme Soviet or its commit-
tees. Moreover, despite Gorbachev's goal of taking the
party bureaucracy out of policymaking, the CPSU
Central Committec staff reportedly has drafted sever-
al bills because the Supreme Soviet did not have the
staff to do the job.

Deputies’ Release

Although draft laws in 1988 provided for the release
of deputies from other jobs while attending Supreme
Soviet sessions or working for one of its standing
commissions, the final law said only that deputies
“may be released.” As a result, many deputies serve
in the legislature while on leave from their usual
occupation. This requirement imposes a hardship on

Eimancial Rewards for Being a People's
Licouty: By ine Numbers ’

* Monthly salary of @ member of the Corgress of
People’s Deputies: 200 rubles. .

* Monthly salary of a chalrman, Suprene Soviet
commission or committee: 800 rubles.

Monthly salary of a deputy chairman, Supreme
Soviet commission or committee: 6350 rubles.

Monthly salary of the chairman of Councils o
Union or Nationalities: 1,000 rubles.

Additional monthly salary of a Supreme Soviet
deputy: 500 rubles.

Fer diem allowance for a deputy living in the
Moskva Hotel during a session of the Congress of
People’s Deputies or Supreme Soviet: 6 rubles. (/2
the deputy lives in an official apartiment, he or she
does not receive this sum and must pay for apart-
ment utilities out of pocket.) A deputy receives an
additional stipend if accompanied by his or her
spouse during the session.

Monthly expense allotment Jor secretary or staff
assistants: 300 rubles

many—especially on those from outside Moscow—
and encourages absentecism. About one-third of the
deputies are usually absent from plenary sessions.

Rotation Rule
The professionalization of the Supreme Soviet would
have been further hindered if, as originally planncd,
the constitutional requiremnent that 20 percent of
Supreme Soviet deputies be annually replaced had
gone into effect this year. However, in December
1989 the leadership backed away from a strict inter-
pretation of that requirement, saying that only “up
10" 20 percent be rotated cach year, and it exempted
committce and commission chairmen. The rotation is
now scheduled to take place at the fall 1990 Congress.
RY
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Poor Implementation and Oversight

The Supreme Soviet's effort to censure cffective over-
sight of the USSR's ministries has lagged behind its
ability to pass laws. This was cxplicitly recognized in
the instructions to the second Congress of People's
Deputies at the March-April 1990 Supreme Soviet
scssion, which cxhorted the parliament to devote

“‘particular attention™ to correcting that problem. The ;

determination of some ministers to disregard the
legislature was illustrated by the government's intro-
duction of economic measures in December 1989 that
contained provisions contradicting the environmental
protection measures passed by the Supreme Soviet the
previous month. Although most examples of official
disregard of Supreme Soviet acts are less flagrant,
noncompliance is widespread; nor has the legislature
acted vigorously to make sure its decisions are obeyed.
Oversight problems are exacerbated because many
dcpu(ics—cspccially those from working-class and
rural districts, who occupy almost half of the Supreme
Soviet scats—reportedly are reluctant to use their
authority to challenge the leadership ’

Effective oversight also is impeded by the weak
implementation and enforcement provisions of many
bills. Because of a lack of drafting experience on the
part of many Supreme Soviet members, as well as
inadequate stafting, many bills are short on practical
detail and/or contain internal contradictions, Without
clear implementation language, many government
and party burcaucrats, accustomed to implementing
vague political directives and developing their own
regulations, will be able to subvert the intent of even
the most ambitious reform legislation. The USSR also
lacks a strong judicial and administrative law system
where noncompliance disputes can be settled.

The Supreme Soviet's oversight of ministry budgets,
an area where Western legislatures play a major role,
has been especially weak. Even though the leadership
in the fall of 1989 reportedly shifted significant
authority over ministry spending from the CPSU
Central Committee to the Supreme Sovict, the depu-
ties® incxperience, as well as understaffing, has ham-
pered its ability to assume this authority. There is no
established appropriations process, and the Supreme
Sovict has, so far, not approved budgets line by line.

E yracently explainea his commuuce s
passivity by saying it was still looking for “levers" to
pull on budget questions. Oversight is further compli-
cated because ministries are reluctant to release bud-
get information, and there arc often no reliablc
statistics on the operations of many ministrics.

Inadequate Budget

The legislature’s own budget is insufficient to allow it
to fully do its job. The Congress of People's Deputies
and the Supreme Soviet arc funded out of the general
state budget—though at far higher rates than in the
past—rather than having independent allocations of
their own. The Supreme Soviet's political leverage
over the ministries it is supposed to oversee is dimin-
ished by the way these funds are acquired: money for
the legislature’s work must be requested from the
Supreme Sovict Secretariat, the legislature's adminis-
trative staff, which then consults with the ministrics
to obtain needed money.

Taking Steps To Improve

Despite the Supreme Soviet's growing pains, several
remedies are under discussion that may address some
of its shortcomings:

* Constitutional amendments passed by the Congress
of People's Deputies in March 1990, as well as a
status-of-deputies law passed in the spring 1990
session, will strengthen deputies’ prerogatives. These
measures guarantce deputies’ freedom of speech,
spell out their power to question government offi-
cials, investigate official wrongdoing and burcau-
cratic inefficiency, and specify penalties for officials
who fail to cooperate with deputies performing their
duties. The status-of-deputies law also gives the
Supreme Soviet the power to vote “no confidence”
in government officials—a censure that could lead
to their removal.

¢ The Interregional Deputies Group reportediy has

prepared a plan for a step-by-step takeover of the
budget process by the Supreme Soviet. This pro-
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&ram reportedly will involve new Iegislation creating
& support framework similar to that of the US
General Accounting Oftice. An independent re-
scarch scrvice along the lines of the US Congressio-
nal Rescarch Service was created in carly 1990.

* A special academy, set up recently to train lawmak-
€rs, may cventually help them push their preroga-
tives more aggressively. Radical deputy Fedor Bur-
latskiy is trying to form a deputies’ club that will
help train a professional cadre of legislators

]

Hastenlog the Party’s Demise

The Supreme Soviet has used its greater responsibil-
ities to build up its authority directly at the expensc of
the Communist Party and jts main organs, cspecially
the Politburo and Central Comumittee. Deputies have
used glasnost to blame the party apparatus for past
mistakes and shortcomings and have singled out the
party bureaucracy for dragging its feet on reform,
failing to reverse the country's declining living stan-
dards and cnjoying privileges unavailable to ordinary
citizens. Even Politburo directives that are passed to
party members in the Supreme Soviet are often
disrczardcdt

- In
September 1989, Moscow resident]. Jwere
far more interested in the Supreme Soviet's discussion
of key economic reform legislation than in the concur-
rent CPSU Central Committce plenum that an-
nounced major changes in Politburg membership.

The party apparatus has been fighting a rear-guard
action to frustrate the legislature's develapment.
Many CPSU officials are afraid that the new state
institutions will strip them of their prerogatives.

AAn L Jsaid that, cven though
the Supreme Soviet's power is still limited, the legisla-
ture has forced many traditionalist Central Commit-
tee members to moderate their views (0 appear more
progressive. Nevertheless, the CPSU apparatus re-

1

mains a powerful political institution, and it is resist-
ing the Supreme Soviet's attempts lo assert its author-
ity :

Managing the Supreme Soviet's Work

The Supreme Soviet's quick assertion of its indcpen-
deace apparently surprised the leadership. Comments
by top Soviet officials during the first session suggest
that Gorbachev originally intended to make some key
decisions without significant input by the legislature.

The leadership quickly adjusted, however, to the
Supreme Sovict's unexpected activism. Although Gor-
bachev and Luk’yanov have not fully resolved the
tension between trying to enlist the Supreme Savict's
support for their positions on the one hand and
strengthening the legislature oa the other, the leader-
ship has usually tried to secure support for its posi-
tions without undercutting the parliament's
legitimacy: i

« Gorbachev has publicly welcomed the strengthened
commitment to parliamentarianism. Until he be-
came president in March 1990, he chaited many
sessions and used the legislature to trumpet new
reform legislation. On the infrequent occasions
when a vote went against him, Gorbachev has
accepted the outcome o tried to broker compro-
mises in advance.

¢ The leadership apparently has invoked party disci-
pline infrequently and has couched party policies
only as proposals for the Supreme Sovict and Con-
gress of People’s Deputies to consider.

¢ Deputics also have been encouraged to borrow from
the experience of other legislatures by supporting
active exchanges with Westera parliaments.

Despite Gorbachev's cfforts to build up the legisla-
ture's independence, until his assumption of the presi-
dency he actively used the chairmanship to ensure
that his vicws would prevail:




¢ On 27 February Gorbacher denied several promi-
nent deputics the right to speak on his proposal for a
strengthened presidency or have their alternative
proposals put 1o a vate, even though he almost
certainly knew he already had the majority he
necded.

Gorbachev sometimes sct the legistature's daily
agenda without regard for the pace of committee
work.

In October 1989, Gorbachev's direct pressure on
deputics who favored passing a state of emergency
law to deal with Iabor unrest was widely credited
with help to derail the bill before it came to full
debate.

While serving as chairman, Gorbachev ignored
many deputies' inquiries, despite procedural rules
mandating that the Supreme Soviet chairman must
respond.

. Gorbachc\_L Juscs the KGB to keep him
abreast of the activities of the democratic apposi-
tiof®

The leadership also uses less formal tactics to ensurc
that its positions prevail. It trics 1o offsct the influence
of especially activist committees by allowing pliable
committees with little direct responsibility over the
subject of a draft bil! to have a say on its fate. The
draft law on the press, for cxample, was submitted to
the Committee on Glasnost, as well as 10 three
committees with little responsibility for the issue,
including the Committee on Women's Affairs i

Until the creation of the new presidency, the Supreme
Soviet Presidium—which included Gorbachev,
Luk'yanov, the chairmen of the two legislative cham-
bers, and the 22 committee and commission chair-
men—was the major institution managing the Su-
preme Soviet's work. Although it usually focused on
sctting the legislature's agenda, Gorbachev sometimes
aired controversial issues in the Presidium before
scnding them on for discussion befare the full body.
For example, apparently fearing in January 1990 that
opposition from non-Russian deputies in the legisla- -

ture might be strong and action dekayed, the Supreme
Soviet Presidium declared a state of cmergency in
Nagorno-Karabakh in advance of full debate and held
unconstitutional scveral republic laws, °

The Supreme Soviet and the New Presideacy

Gorbachev's plan for 2 new, stronger presidency,
passed by the Congress of People's Deputies in March
1990, is intended 10 address some of these Supreme -
Sovict weaknesses—cspecially its stowness and “in-
compctence™ on economic policy. Gorbachey also
hopes the new post will allow him to better control the
legislature's work and enhance his personal power
should it continue to gain independence

The new presidency combines the legislative and
executive powers formerly held by the Supreme Soviet
Presidium, including the right to declare republic laws
unconstitutional, confer military ranks and pardons,
declare martial law and states of emergency, veto
legislation, dissolve the parliament, and nominate
government ministers. The new responsibilities will
dramatically augment Gorbachev's authority to re-
spond quickly to criscs and take other potentially
controversial initiatives 10 deal with domestic and
foreign issues. In assuming his new office, Gorbachey
gave up responsibility for chairing Supreme Sovict
sessions. This responsibility has been assumed by his
ally Luk'yanov.

As part of Gorbachev's compromise with radical
deputies to ensure the plan’s approval, the Supreme
Sovict and Congress of People’s Deputies were given
checks on the exccutive. The Supreme Soviet can
override the president's veto and impeach him. It also
may submit questions to the president to which he is
legally obligated to reply. Although the Supreme
Soviet's current weaknesses probably will prevent
those checks from being strong limits on the Presi-

“dent’s power over the short term, they could become

significant checks on presidential power should the
Supreme Sovict developinto a genuincly independent
legislature
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The Pawers of the Soviet Presidency

Of the powers now assigned to the president, sonte
belonged 10 the chairman of the S upreme Soviet {and
thus were already exercised by Gorbachev), some
Ppreviously belonged to the Supreme Soviet or to its
Presidium, and some are new powers,

The president:

* Represents the USSR inside the country and in
international relations. )

* Reporis annually to the Congress and briefs the

Supreme Soviet on the situation in the country and

on the most important domestic and foreign policy

questions.

Nominates 10 the Supreme Soviet and to the Con-

gress the chairman of the Council of Ministers, the

chairman of the Supreme Soviet, and other 10p

state posts.

Signs laws.

Conducts negotiations and signs international

lreaties.

Praposes, at his option, the convening of extraord(-

nary sessions of the Supreme Soviet or Congress of

People’s Deputies.

L]

Powers acquired from the S upreme Soviet Presidium
include:

« Declaring war inthe event of an attack on the
USSR, with immediaze referral of the question to
the Supreme Soviet.

 Declaring general or partial mobilization,

* Declaring martial law uader terms 1o be defined by
law,

* Declaring a state of emergency in particular locales
at the request of the relevant republic; if republic
consent is absent, the president can introduce a
state of emergency, with mandatory approval by the
iwo-thirds majority needed in the S upreme Soviet.

* Deciding questions of citizenship and granli(tg
pardons.

* Accrediting and recalling ambassadors.

Powers the president acquired from the S\ upreme

Soviet include: .

* Appointing and removing members of the military
high command,

* Suspending, at his option, decrees af the Council of
Ministers.

The president's new powers include:

¢ Praposing the resignation of the premier and other
10p state officials to the Supreme Soviet and the
Congress.

* Releasing and appointing members of the govern-
ment, by agreement with the premier and subject to
Supreme Soviet confirmation.

¢ Vetoing a bill, at his option, within two weeks, and
returning it 1o the Supreme Soviet, but the Supreme
Soviet may override the veto by a two-thirds mafor-
ity in each chamber.

¢ Proposing 10 the Congress the election of a new
Supreme Soviet in the event of an irreconcilable
disagreement between the two Supreme Soviet
chambers. .

* Taking the “necessary measures* to protect the
union and union republics and to implement the
principles of the national-repubdlic structure in the
USSR

¢ Coordinating the activities of the national security
apparatus and acting as commander in chief of the
armed forces.

¢ Introducing presidential rule, subject {0 restriction
by the Supreme Soviet.

* Issuing decrees that bind the whole country.

¢ Convening, at his option, extraordinary sessions of
the Congress of People's Deputies.




The Supreme Sovict's initial dcalings with President
Gorbachev suggest it wilf play a subordinatc role to
the cxceutive in the immediate futare, The state of
cmcergency law passed on 3 April 1990 requires
Supreme Sovict approval of some of the president's
cmergency decrees; presidential fule—a sweeping
power not yet clearly defined—was also limited.
However, Supreme Saviet dceputics trying to organize
3 group to work out a compromisc on the Lithuania
crisis complained that Gorbachev preferred not to
involve them, and Luk'yanov refused 1o put the issuc
on the agenda. Supreme Saoviet Chairman Luk'yan-
ov's participation in the initial meetings of the Presi-
dential Council and the Council of the Federation—
both nominally executive bodics—indicates Gorba-
chev is using Luk'yanov to manage the legislaturc's
“work. -

Everyone is well aware thar whoever can eflec-’
tively resolve questions connected with develop-
ing the economy and social sphere and satisfy-

ing people’s vital everyday needs has real power.

—V. M. Mesyats, First Secretary,

Moscow Obkony
3 February 1998

Outlook for a Parliamentary System

In a country lacking a parliamentary tradition and a
democratic palitical culture, the Supreme Soviet's
rapid progress has been a major step forward in the
democratization of Sovict society. In the future, the
party apparatus probably will have less strength to
appose democratic reformers running for office. Given
the increased independence of the Supreme Soviet, it
is likely that the next legislature will be much morce
difficult for the leadership to control and could cven
challenge it to set the policy agenda. With the
climination of Congress seats sct aside for the CPSU
and other proestablishment organizations, the election
of deputies with views widely differing from the
president’s and from cach other's is much morc likely.
If elections are moved up from 1994 to 1990 or 1991,
as advocated by some rcformers, there could be a
challenge even sooner. Grassroots pressure for further

democratization or the development of 2 multiparty
system also could lead the Iegislature o more vigor-
ausly push its prerogatives, ¢~

This challenge could advance the Supreme Sovict's
authority. Canfronted with a2 more assertive legisla-
ture, Gorbachev could use his presidential powers—
cspecially his right to veto legislation and rule by
decree—ta try to maintain his control. However, he
would be more likely to forge political coalitions with
deputics of diffcrent vicws to get support for his
programs. Given the deputics’ greater leverage over
policy issues, this bargaining is likely to involve
significant presidential concessions to Supreme Saviet
prerogatives, as well as moves to strengthen the bedy.

Iy |

These moves could include the following steps;

* Raising deputics' salaries and the budget for sup-
port staff and requiring all deputics to work as full-
time legistators.

Opening, toan even greater degree, Supreme Sovict
procecdings, especially the deputics® votes; making
public committee and commission deliberations, in-
cluding publication of committce votes; and publish-
ing draft bills under committee consideration.

Limiting the role of the party and government
bureaucracies by requiring that all submitted bills
have specific deputies named as authors.

Abolishing the Congress of Pcaple's Deputies ang
making the Supreme Saviet directly clected.

Expanding the Supreme Soviet's support stafl and
budget.

Requiring the Supreme Sovict Presidium to observe
clear rules for assigning bills to commissions and
committees.

* Restricting drastically or tepealing outright the 20:
pereent rotation rule,
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* Requiring ail Supreme Soviet deputies to give up
their previous jobs. The March 1990 Congress of
People’s Deputics took a step in this direction whei
it approved a constitutional amendment stating that
deputics arc “entitled™ 10 be relicved of their other
Jobs. However, this change docs not appear to
require releasc in all cases.

Gorbachev's successful manipulation of the Supreme
Sovict so far, however, docs not bode well for the
legistature's eflorts to streagthen its independence in
the ncar future. The establishment of the hew presi-
dency in a political system where alternative parties
have not yet developed and the tradition of judicial
independence is still weak could Icad to the emergence
of a system of strong personal pawcr. The develop-
ment of a truly independent legislature is also ham-
pered by the absence of a political culture in the
USSR that values highly the rule of law.

More important to the legislaturce's development will
be the Supreme Soviet's ability to demonstrate that it

, has the capacity 1o deal cflectively with the nation's

ccenomic and social problems and represent the inter-
<sts of its constituents. The most frequently voiced
popular criticism of the legistature so far js that it
cannot paint to a single accomplishment that has
improved the average citizen's welfare. Overcoming

- this pereeption in the coming months will be a key test

of the Supreme Soviet's ability to further establish its
viability; failure to do so will inevitably reduce its
standing and nrestige in ths cyes of the public. (See
table 3))

The clections to republic and local supreme soviets,
already completed in most arcas, have delivered addi-
tional blows to the prestige and authority of the party
apparatus and resulted in democratic city council
majoritics in Moscow, Leningrad, and scveral other
major citics. These legislatures—which in most in-
stances have additional political clout because they
obtained their inandate through direct elections—
have already begun to undermine the development of
the national legislature, a process that will be espe-
cially felt if more of the influential democratic re-
formers there resign to focus on local and regional
issucs in republic and local sovicls.E

The Congress of People s Deputies:
Outliving Its Usefulness?

The special second session of the Congress of People's
Deputies, which met on 12-24 December | 989, ap-
proved a contraversial government economiic plan and
several constitutional amendments that further polit-
ical democratization, However, without the novelty of
sharp public debate—which made the first Congress
unprecedented and historic—this body's unwieldy
size, the power of Gorbachev 1o manage its proceed-
ings, and the dominance of the compliance-oriented
maljority led to sigaificant popular criticism af the
Session. At the March 1990 spectal Congress session,
radical reformers forced Gorbachev to accept signifi-
cant checks on presidential power, but on most other
issues the mafority carried the day by large margins.
The Congress is now widely faulted for its inability to
consider constructive alternatives to the leadership's
proposals.

Although the Congress will continue 10 serve as a
useful forum in the near term for expressing popular
views on the basic direction of the country—it is
required 10 set the guidelines for referendums on
‘critical issues—without a constitutional mandate to
draft legislation or carry out a permanent adminis-
trative role, much of the Congress's authority is
likely 1o shift to the Supreme Soviet. Some radical
reformers have called for the Congress to be abol-
ished in the new USSR constitution, due 10 be
Sinished early in 1991. Ever if the Congress is
retained in that document, popular pressure for de-
mocratization probably will force abolition aof thic
body oefore the next national elections in 1994

J. regional and local issucs
arc currently of morc concern to most voters than are
national questions. Faced with the opportunity to
advance political reform in the republics and localitics
beyond what is possible in the procstablishment
USSR Supreme Soviet, several prominent democratic
rcforniers in the national legislature indicated they
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are considering resigning out of frustration with Gor-
bachev's continued manipulation of that body. This
wauld strengthen the control of the proestablishment
majority, alrcady bolstered by.the refusal of many
deputices from the Baltic republics to actively partici-
pate in USSR Supreme Sovict work after those
republics moved toward declaring their independence
in carly 1990. "

Implications for the United States

A strong Supreme Soviet, ultimately accountable to
the voters, would be in the US interest because it |
would be able to counterbalance the concentration of
power in a single feader or party and would promote
political pluralism. A strong legislature also would
reflect the development of & democratic culture in the
Sovict Union. If the Supreme Soviet can carve out a2
significant forcign policy role, it probably will press
for policies that focus on domestic priorities rather
than on an aggressive foreign policy or an arms
buildup. Many committee members favor strengthen-
ing human rights legislation, settling regional con-
flicts, and gaining greater international cooperation 1o
resolve global problems like ecology. Moreover, a
strong Supreme Soviet would give greater long-term
consistency to Soviet policy, since it would not be
dependent on one leader 2nd sudden policy shifts
would be less likely

The Supreme Soviet—especially its [nternational Af-
fairs and Defense 2nd State Security Committces—is
likely to play an increasing role in major foreign
policy decisions. It is sure to give any arms control
treaties close scrutiny during the treaty ratification

Table 3
Sorlet Public Confidence in Natiosal
. Inetitutions «
Institution Percentage of Those Polled Expressing

Full Confidence in It

Mar  Aug  Dec  Jan  Mar
1989 1989 1989 1990 1990

USSR Supreme Sovict 43 32 45 39 34
USSR Council of Ministcrs 28 14 34 31 23

Local soviet 18 16 6 19 14
CPSU 38 2 21 19 16
Army 4« 40 1S
KGB 38 35 12

Law-<cnlorcement bodies 1S 100 22 21 18
Religious organizations 13 22 30 35 37
News media 9 30 36 42 37

* Results of Alekscy Grazbdankin's “Whom Do We Trust? Opinion
Polt by Ail-Union Centre for the Study of Public Opinion.™

process. Gorbachev and other Soviet leaders have
already said they are conducting the negotiations with
an eye toward getting eventual Supreme Sovict ap-
proval. High on the legislature’s priority during ratifi-
cation is likely to be ensuring that an agreement's
provisions are equitable for all sides—there are some
siens that even radical deputies have this concern.




